serve as an instrument to connect black creative writers, literary and cultural intellectuals in the USA to speak first to writers in the Caribbean, and then to other areas of the Americas. And, then too, in the USA, I would like African American writers in the Deep South, for example, to converse with black writers on the West Coast, and black writers in the Midwest to engage black writers in the Northeast and the Southwest. I have always wanted-though for financial limitations (isn't that always our problem)-black writers in Jamaica and the USA to learn what African Brazilian writers and African Dutch writers are doing. And what are all of our visual artists creating? In the USA I think we can easily converse with Black British writers and visual artists, as well as Haitian and Trinidadian and black Canadian writers. Psychologically, we are only a few steps from each other, and yet we do not know each other well at all. We can easily solve that problem through exchanges. I certainly hope that we in this conference will begin thinking about ways we might begin to engage each other more frequently. I hope to begin publishing more work by each of the countries as soon as possible.
Of course, the annual Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop and annual Callaloo ConferenCe, as well as publications in Callaloo, can immediately begin such exchanges. Some of you might not know about our spring and summer English-language workshops in the USA, Barbados, and in the United Kingdom. To these we have received applications from across the English-speaking Caribbean, as well as from the UK and Anglophone Africa. The central issue, of course, has been inadequate financial support. In short, I have always wanted Callaloo to become a literary and critical forum through which writers from all sectors of the Diaspora speak, however directly or indirectly, to each other. There is so much to learn from each other, as well as learn more about ourselves by engaging each other. For example, what would it mean for us to stage a Callaloo ConferenCe in Toronto, Canada, and one in Salvador do Bahia, Brazil-and we will want to produce special issues of Callaloo on the places we hold a conference. Of course, the issues devoted to Brazil, Martinique, Colombia will be bilingual projects. Then there is Cuba. We had gotten into the negotiation stages for a conference in Havana. Now that would be a great conference, with a group cultural tour across the island nation, from Havana to Santiago de Cuba, from the west to the east. What a special cultural understanding that could create.
If you look back at some of the special issues or focused sections of Callaloo, you will discover numbers devoted to Brazil, Mexico, and Haiti, as well as to such individuals as Maryse Condé, Wilson Harris, Derek Walcott, Edimilson de Almeida Pereira, and others. I have long tried to make Callaloo a forum through which Trinidadian writers can communicate with black writers in Brazil, that black writers in the UK can engage black writers in the USA, and black writers in France can speak with black writers in the Netherlands, and that African American writers can communicate with black writers in Colombia. And on and on-even overcoming language barriers through excellent translations, all in Callaloo.
I am convinced that our meeting and exchanges with and study of other peoples in the African Diaspora will ultimately help illuminate, on various levels and dimensions, who we in the USA are as individuals and national groups-and vice-versa. More cultural exchange is needed.
HARRINGTON:
Charles, you have talked about connections, and I was thinking about last night how John Akomfrah talked about imagery-about the people of African descent and how they were framed often in pathology. And then he said that he believed images spoke to the future. The way Mr. Akomfrah spoke made me think of the images in Callaloo-both the visual images that are in it or texts as potential imagery. I am specifically talking about poetry. I just wonder what do you think about the imagery of Callaloo? And what messages or meanings do you want to give to the world through Callaloo? ROWELL: Are you speaking of images in visual arts, of literature, dance, or music or other forms of image making? Or images of popular culture in Callaloo?
All of what you have just said. The journal Callaloo, like some versions of the Caribbean dish callaloo, is a pot of images, and you're offering it up to us, to the world. I surmise that there is some kind of motivating force behind what you're doing with those images.
ROWELL:
First of all, I would like those images to be signs-immediate signs-for those people in the African Diaspora who have been fragmented and disconnected from whom they really are and, collectively, from whom they wanted be, or from whom they want to become.
However, that is not to say that, as a result of such fragmentation, black and other people of color suffer grave pathologies. Quite the contrary. African Americans are not the ones with grave psychological pathologies; rather it is the white racists-numerous white policemen as well-who are the dangers to black members of this society and to themselves. I have always viewed white racist behaviors as extreme psychological and pathological disorders. Am I alone in thinking so? I wonder why psychologists and psychiatrists have not carefully studied this kind of behavior disorder.
The images published in Callaloo, I think, can help all of us as readers to connect with our individual selves, as well as our collective selves. I don't mean that a painting or a poem should become a didactic text or that a piece of fiction should be created as a preachment. But if you are a poet-or an artist of any kind-you are creating a text that flows from your interior world. We will no doubt find something in that poem or in any other text that tells us who we are or how you might improve your life. Any cultural form-be it literature, dance, music, or drama-tells us who we are or who we are not. What did the original jazz musicians (for example, John Coltrane, Thelonious Monk, Ornette Coleman, and Miles Davis) do? And why did a vast part of the world follow them then and now? The world witnessed something in their art and followed it. If not now, I am hoping that at some time in the future the world will discover the same in our poets and fiction writers and our visual artists. Their art is already taking many of them to the top. At no other time in American literary history have so many African American poets won so many of the prestigious American poetry prizes as now. It is their artistry. And how they "made it new." Look, for example, at the fantastic artistic achievements of Tracy K. Smith and Gregory Pardlo. We are prepared to carry banners high to let the world know that Tracy was once a Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop leader, as Gregory is now.
More directly to your question, Janice, I think that images or signs in the African American creative literature that we publish in Callaloo and that which we gather from other parts of the African Diaspora tell us more and more about who we were, who we are, and who we are becoming. I have always wanted creative texts from various parts of the African Diaspora to signal various human concerns for our readers, but I have also wanted those African Diaspora texts to function on those and other levels for persons in various countries in the African Diaspora. And, let me add, Callaloo does not serve as an instrument telling African Americans, or any individuals or groups in the African Diaspora, what to create and how to create it. But with the help of our referees, we stand at the ready to ensure that we only select and publish very high quality work in Callaloo and Callaloo • Art. I cannot emphasize this enough: we do have referees and others, specialists in their fields, reading manuscripts submitted to us and recommending to us whether we should publish certain texts that they, as referees, evaluate for us. Let me add this also: all manuscripts or images submitted to us are passed on to our referees without the names of the authors or creators of the work. We do this in an effort to give each author or creator a fair hearing, as well as to make sure that we are publishing very high quality material in the journal.
We hope that any images we publish in Callaloo and in Callaloo • Art are some of the best in the African Diaspora. I want what we publish to become standard bearers, especially for new and aspiring writers (and other kinds of artists) as to what they need to learn to achieve-not to imitate, but aspire to do through their own originality, practice, and indefatigable hard work and dedication. In other words, I hope those young creative writers, academics, and visual artists will trust our quarterly and annual journals, and continue to work hard toward getting their work published in them and other serious journals. I want these new and coming generations to know that we are one of their future forums. Those are my preachments to the Diaspora.
You mentioned Callaloo as having images for the world. Callaloo as a pot of images collectively "stewed." I hope that all of you writers, literary and cultural critics, and all of you visual artists will continue to create as you do now by making your words and visual images what jazz is-American classical music, which, let the record show, African Americans in the South created, originated, and first performed. In other words, I hope that what we create today and in the near future will become the classical American literature of the USA. I am convinced that, if our poets and fiction writers stay the course of focusing on a variety of subjects (not merely race and identity, and limiting ourselves to such overwrought subjects) rendered in their most eloquent voices, in revised or invented forms, they can become the center of American poetry and literature. Our lives and our past here for 400 years are, in fact, the American epic. Our poets continue to dig deeply into their lives in order to speak with self-inscribed originality and with a sincere eloquence that no American poet has ever before inscribed in his/her voice. Collectively and individually we are the American epic.
However, we are not tribal or against any people of the world. We do not call for the destruction of any race or ethnic group of people. We are pro-human. At the heart and soul of our political and social and cultural efforts and desires are the positive aims of the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. In other words, most of our collective efforts have been to make the positive in this nation's sacred documents applicable for the good of the people of the USA. African Americans are not a tribe. And Callaloo and its different projects exist to serve those who have been excluded from that common good of the all, and especially for those that have been excluded from the benefits declared for all Americans in those sacred American documents mentioned earlier. These might not be obvious signs or images in Callaloo or Callaloo • Art. The works we publish are imbued with the values equal or similar to those I have described. And through those images or signs we hope our readers, who are the rainbow of English language readers across the USA and the world, will discover our kinship in the humanness of what we publish. And we hope that the peoples of the African Diaspora will notice too that at the root of our work is the common good of all human beings of the world, and especially the common good of all the groups that make up the African Diaspora. Callaloo, as a sign, says that. And as a sign, Callaloo, along with its allied projects, reminds each of us what we can do-especially as far as creative and critical productions are concerned. And what we can do, I am convinced, is be a standard bearer for the world, as did our jazz musicians with their wondrous ways of making music a new art.
ROSS:
Looking back over the last forty years, what would you say might have been some of the most dramatic changes in the content or look or production of Callaloo? ROWELL: Four or five years ago, I decided that we needed to do more with visual art in Callaloo. As far as I have been able to tell, there is not a large journal aggressively publishing visual art from across the Diaspora. As you no doubt know, we've always published visual art. In the first issue, we published Tom Dent's essay about River Road, that long, winding original passage along the Mississippi River, starting in Baton Rouge following the turns and twists of the river all the way to New Orleans. That nonfiction prose piece was accompanied by a photo essay which offered selective images along the river made by Roy Lewis, a well-known Washington, DC, photographer. That was the very first issue of Callaloo. Each subsequent issue of the quarterly journal bore some kind of art-painting, sculpture, photography-which included unknown artists as well as work by such famous artists as Romare Bearden, Loïs Mailou Jones, John Biggers, Wilfredo Lam, Alison Saar, Gwendolyn Knight, Kerry James Marshall, and Barbara Chase-Riboud, to name just a few. Some of these were only front cover art, while others were portfolios. And these, too, are images I want the world to see, because too much of our visual art, until very recently, was never seen in the big museums, which were controlled (and still are, let me tell you) by white racist directors and curators. But the times are changing, as they must.
You might not be surprised to hear that I am obsessed with visual art. So about five years ago, I decided to create an annual issue of the journal, which I call Callaloo • Art. And it publishes various forms of visual art, as well as studies of visual art in the context of their current publications. This project has given me the opportunity to engage in one of my most exciting personal pleasures-visual art. The very first issue of Callaloo • Art (37.4 2014) is devoted to African Diaspora art, with work from Brazil, the Caribbean, France, Cuba, the UK, and, of course, the USA. By the way, the first issue features a colorful and dramatic image by a contemporary Cuban painter, Belkis Ayón (1967 Ayón ( -1999 , as the front cover art, and the back cover image shows part of an installation by Rodrigue Glombard, a native of Martinique now living in Lyon, France. At the present time, we are working toward completing a four-issue project devoted exclusively to Washington, DC, Maryland, and the Department of Art at Howard University-that is, issues introducing our readers to the importance of those sites as major contributors to the development of American visual art in general and African American art in particular. It is my hope that some young art historians will pick up our introductory issues on Howard University and DC-MD and that those young critical minds will discover the need for more in-depth studies of those sites. I love this visual art project, our annual Callaloo • Art, even though it lends itself to more work to do each year. But it is work of love. There is no other visual art project that is doing what we do and what we plan to do in the future in this annual project.
Please allow me to reveal one of my deeply concealed personal secrets. I am addicted to visual art, which makes me very sad that I am a poor man, who has to sacrifice much in order to buy art. It all started when my mother and father allowed me go into town from our farm-Auburn, Alabama-to study drawing and watercolor painting with a black artist, a Mr. Johnson, whose first name I cannot remember. I guess I never knew it in the first place. That's the Deep South, where you called your elders by their last names, with "handles," of course-Mr., Mrs., or Miss. But let it be known also that I never studied more than one formal course in art in college, and that was only art appreciation, as it was called then. But in college I also thumbed through art books with all kinds of wonderful images, dreaming how one day I would have the privilege of visiting a museum, which came when I made my first trip to New York to the Metropolitan and later to Paris, to a small portion of the Louvre. Oh, and I forgot the British Museum in London, and the Van Gogh Museum and, of course, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. These are the first museums I had the opportunities to visit, and that was a long time coming-long after I moved from the Deep to the Upper South.
Back to your original question, Marlon. The first most dramatic change in Callaloo came as my very good friend, the late Melvin Dixon, advised me to extend the scope of the journal beyond its original focus: Black South literature. His advice was that I would not be able to maintain a strong journal by limiting the journal to the South. During that early period of publishing and trying to establish Callaloo, during the late-1960s and early-1970s there were not many publishable black writers living in the South, and many of those living outside the South no longer considered themselves as Southerners. Identifying yourself as a Southerner then-as now in some Black social circles outside the South-did not carry with it value or positive distinction. That meant that you, a native of the Deep South, are what is called in everyday parlance "a 'bama," which, as you know, is a very derisive description. But I listened to Melvin, who was always offering very good advice for the journal. What he did not realize is that one of the reasons that I founded Callaloo as a Southern black journal is for that very reason-to counteract the low opinions that Northern blacks have of Southern blacks. (Let me add that Southern white literary or academic journals followed the rules of Jim Crow; they did not publish texts by black writers or about black people until the 1990s.) Apart from Melvin Dixon's argument for making Callaloo more comprehensive, I realized, too, that the Northern black literary journals and other publication outlets of the 1960s and 1970s had ceased publication. Where would African Americans then publish periodically? With the fourth or fifth issue of Callaloo, I made the journal an inclusive publication for African Americans, and within a few years I transformed it into an international quarterly for the African Diaspora. And we sometimes publish critical texts that focus on African writers, visual artists, and cultural studies texts from the Continent. But the focus of Callaloo remains the Diaspora.
Thanks to the late Melvin Dixon for having nudged me beyond my exclusively Black South intent, Callaloo, along with its allied projects, has been an international non-profit enterprise for at least thirty-five years.
Two additions to Callaloo that I think are very important to the journal's movement from regional to international are the annual Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop and the annual Callaloo ConferenCe, both of which are international. That is, they serve the African Diaspora. I will not speak of the idea and reality of the conference, because all of you here are participating members of the Callaloo ConferenCe, and as such, you know from your own hard work in support of each annual gathering, and from your national and international travel expenses, what the meetings of the conferences are and why we think them important. Some of you have worked for long periods via long distance telephone discussions to help plan conferences. For three or four months Hermine Pinson worked with me two to four hours, two or three times a week to help me to set this particular gathering in order. That is not unlike the tedious kind of work you, Marlon, and you, John McCluskey do monthly for the journal, and will be doing for our meeting next fall. John McCluskey is the judge and jury of Callaloo's book review department. I cannot call out the names of all of you, but you know who you are. And you know how grateful I am to you, Janice Harrington, Dagmawi Woubshet, Margo Crawford, Vievee Francis, Greg Pardlo, Joan Anim-Addo, Howard Dodson, Stephen Tuck, Anthony Bogues, Jerriod Avant, Eric Henderson-my, my, the list is too long to complete. I cannot name all of you. Not mentioning your name is not a slight; it is the weakness of an aging (no, I did not say old) memory at work. My heart-felt gratitude to each of you-unnamed and named-for helping us create, produce, and promote all things and all matters that are Callaloo. You have given the world a front seat to observe some of our best minds from the African Diaspora at work. Yes, you are the conference, and look at what you have done: you have twice brought us here to Oxford University, Europe's oldest premiere institution of higher education.
As I have already told you, the annual Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop is another expansion of Callaloo, which we began offering during the mid-1980s, after I moved Callaloo from the University of Kentucky in Lexington to the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, when the Johns Hopkins University Press became our publisher. The workshops were originally designed as an outreach to Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), the majority of which did not offer creative writing courses organized and taught by practicing poets and fiction writers. Initially, we selected six target institutions for workshops: Fisk University, Xavier University, Morehouse College, Spelman College, Morgan State University, and North Carolina Central University. And the writers we invited to take with us to offer the one-week long workshops included Toi Derricotte, John Edgar Wideman, Percival Everett, Lucille Clifton, Yusef Komunyakaa, and others. After visiting the HBCUs for two years, we thought it more effective to offer two-week long workshops during the summer at the University of Virginia, the home institution of Callaloo. As the result of our receiving numbers of excellent and competitive applicants, we had to increase the number of creative writers leading workshops, and those writers included Ravi Howard, Natasha Threthewey, Terrance Hayes, Tracy K. Smith, Matt Johnson, A. Van Jordon, and others. Since we moved the journal to Texas A&M University (College Station), the workshops have become international both in our reach and our host sites. We receive applications from English-speaking new and developing writers in poetry, fiction, and creative nonfiction from the UK, the Anglophone Caribbean, Canada, the USA, and from English-speaking African countries. Our two-week long workshop is still offered in the USA, but our limited funds only allow us to offer a week-long workshop at the University of the West Indies, Cave Hill, Barbados, and at Oxford University in the United Kingdom. We currently have a sterling group of workshop leaders who are not only distinguished prize-winning writers but also dedicated and skillful teachers in their respective genres. Vievee Francis and Gregory Pardlo in poetry; Joan Anim-Addo and Fred D'Aguiar in creative nonfiction; and Ravi Howard and Jacinda Townsend in fiction-these knowledgeable and prize-winning litterateurs are our current committed workshop leaders, each of whom has done an excellent job teaching and helping to produce writers who are not only publishing in Callaloo but also in other highly ranked literary journals, such as Poetry, Boston Review, The Kenyon Review, The Virginia Quarterly Review, American Poetry Review, BOMB, Ploughshares, and others.
What makes the Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop very significant? The workshop is, in purpose and goals, an extension of Callaloo the journal itself. And as such, the workshop advances creative excellence. That is to say, our workshop promotes aesthetic excellence in its focus on craft and on creative writing as a rigorous ideational, not ideological, engagement with self in relation to the world at large. The poet, for example, does not advance individual or group ideologies. And yet the poet or the novelist might question anti-human ideologies. In fact, the ultimate purpose of a poem, a play, a short story, or a novel might be, more often than not, a question, rather than a preachment against ideologies. Following the proposition that creative literature is art or art-making that raises engaging questions about humanity, our workshop leaders, who are themselves practicing artists within the respective genres in which teach, are creators of works that are some of the most important standard-bearers of what is published in Callaloo. Thanks to our workshop leaders past and present, Callaloo is directly helping to develop and promote a number of eloquent and engaging poets, fiction writers, and creative nonfiction writers for now and for future memory.
HARRINGTON:
The word has gotten out that you are a quiet revolutionary. [Laughter] ROWELL: No, no! HARRINGTON: In fact, oh yes! Oh yes! But let us imagine this: Oprah Winfrey wants to write a check for $500,000.00-let us pretend.
[Laughter] And she gives it to Callaloo. What would you do with the money? $500,000. Oprah Winfrey. A check.
ROWELL:
My lands! I like that question.
[Laughter] It allows me to signal to this august group gathered here at Oxford University how much in need Callaloo is of funds to take care of its invaluable projects, which "minister" aesthetically and intellectually to African Americans and to other African Diaspora people, as well as to people who are not members of the African Diaspora. But first I should address your question directly.
If Oprah or anyone or a group gave Callaloo a large sum of money, I would first send Oprah or anyone else or a group a sincere letter thanking her or the group for such a gift, as I would to a benefactor of Callaloo. And then I would follow that letter of thanks with a call to members of this conference group and with selected members of Callaloo's Contributing and Advisory Editors for a group council. Of course, I have some ideas of how we might use the money, but I want always to continue to seek the advice and support that many of you in this very hall here at Oxford University have already given and continue to give Callaloo. I think by continuing to seek your advice and ideas on various Callaloo matters and issues I have kept the journal alive and vibrant and useful over these forty years. I have never thought it to be wise to listen only to my inner voice, only myself, in the publishing, building, promoting, and running of Callaloo and its various projects. To assume that only you, as editor, know what the journal needs is the quickest way to kill or stifle your publishing project. In other words, Callaloo as an international forum, is the work of a number of people here at this gathering and in other locations across the African Diaspora.
In addition to listening and recording their suggestions, I would discuss some of my own ideas as to what to do with such a generous gift from Oprah and from any other generous people. For example, we need to do more with promotion-more advertisement of the journal and its different projects. And set in motion a vigorous subscription campaign. And, yes, those are necessary efforts that also require funds to do such work itself.
HARRINGTON:
Oh, she's going to give you a million dollars.
[Laughter] I misread. It's a million dollars.
ROWELL:
Now you're talking! [Laughter] I would still gather with a small number of Callaloo ConferenCe members. We could do a number of things then. Please allow me to reveal one of my secrets: I have always wanted to establish a Callaloo Center for afriCan Diaspora literature anD Culture. When will such a blessing of funds come to Callaloo? I do not know. Do you? Wouldn't it be wonderful if I could call up Hortense Spillers or Joan Anim-Addo or any of you and say: we are inviting you to come to the center next year to complete the critical or creative project you are currently working on. Or to say to you, Janice Harrington and John McCluskey-come to the Callaloo Center, respectively, to finish your next book of poetry or your book of fiction. With gifts from various individuals and entities, we could establish a fund that could begin to endow Callaloo for the future. Such funds would also help us to develop further the Callaloo Creative Writing Workshop, especially those that meet for only one week outside the USA. We need especially to devise more effective means of promoting the workshops in the Caribbean and the UK. We want our workshops to serve well the English-speaking populations of other parts of the African Diaspora. I hope you're beginning to understand that we are trying to identify, nurture, develop, and promote our English-speaking creative writers across the African Diaspora.
If we had large grants and gifts, we would attempt to offer a two-week or a one-month long seminar in archival and critical studies that can address writing and publishing in African Diaspora literary and cultural studies, along with the importance of archival studies and practices. I am thinking about no more than five to ten young scholars each summer at a site that has an extraordinary library or research center with significant holdings in Africana studies. I am thinking about Yale University's James Weldon Johnson Collection in its Beinecke Library, Howard University's Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, the Library of Congress, and, most importantly, the Schomburg Research Center in New York. There are other such important sites for archival research, of course.
To do that, we desperately need supporting funds from individuals and foundations. In other words, with larger gifts to Callaloo, we can begin to do more of what we think good and effective. And then too we need to offer welcoming, safe, and comfortable sites where our established critics and creative writers may do their work.
HARRINGTON:
It is very telling that when I said you were going to get money you went bigger. When you started out you were talking about the need for capital for Callaloo. It's like even if you had that capital you were going to be thinking bigger, grander dreams.
ROWELL:
That is what we need, Janice. As you know, the amount of money on which we now operate is inadequate. We need much more financial support. With additional funds, we could greatly improve on what we now do.
HARRINGTON: Not just maintaining.
ROWELL: Exactly, Janice. We do not merely need to maintain; we need to able to perform the best we can and know how. That is what we need to do. To offer the people we already serve-the creative writers, the literary and cultural critics, the visual artists, as well as our readers-the best. And to do so, we need aggressively to seek funds from various donors. To tell you the truth, currently we do not have a staff that can take on any more work than that in which we now engage.
The work of Callaloo helps to bolster human and civil rights in the USA. Callaloo is an instrument of the freedom of speech and the right to assemble as guaranteed by the First Amendment. I refuse to allow the instruments of racial segregation-and now an emboldened form of white supremacy-to continue to control and damage African Americans. Let me add that the very existence of Callaloo is counter to the ideologies of contemporary apologists for slavery and active white supremacists. As American citizens, we must resist and subvert their efforts by continuing to demand excellence in the production of literature and other cultural forms, as well as excellence in literary and cultural studies. We should never turn our backs on the importance of creative and critical development and, especially, intellectual advancement in our continuing struggle for civil and human rights. It is no secret that from its inception forty years ago, Callaloo has always been an ardent supporter of civil and human rights. In fact, Callaloo is, in part, a counter-statement to racist white literary editors' continuing refusal to publish creative and critical writing by about African Americans as late as the 1960s. It was no secret that the majority of these Southern publishing enterprises were funded by tax dollars, a great amount of which came from black taxpayers. I viewed this white racist act as another instrument of arresting the creative and intellectual development of black citizens throughout the South. As you too well know, there were-and still are-too many of such white racist efforts, especially in our educational systems, from early childhood education through the highest levels of graduate, professional, and post-graduate education. However small, Callaloo has beenand will continue to be-an intervention. White racists in my native Alabama thought they were going to hold us back forever, but they were not touching me psychologically or physically-and that was obviously true of not a small number of young men and women of my generation. My parents protected me in certain ways, yes. But when I was away from the direct protection of my parents, I would, as an individual, cross certain racial boundaries. For example, I used my hometown's public library and sometimes read there inside the library, too. I also became a member of the book-check-out system, which frightened my parents. I doubt that any other black person in the town of Auburn ever did such a thing. No matter what my parents said about my will to cross boundaries, I was bold enough to continue and put myself in spaces that black kids my age would not transgress. I knew the impact that white supremacy made on schoolmates and friends. My first impulses were either to defy or transcend the practices of white supremacy. In most instances, the latter was the better tactic.
So, yes, if we were to receive a large gift I would make sure that we used the bulk of it on developing the younger generations in creative writing and literary and cultural studies. That will be my way of continuing to give back to the people, black people across the African Diaspora-the people who still bear the deep marks of enslavement and the continuing scars of white supremacy. Yes, I will always, in my own way, give to the people, the community, wherever its different locations lead me. My response to the large gift tells me this: we are so in need; we have many responsibilities to fulfill in our communities that require capital. What it tells you, I hope, is that I see numerous needs that we all together must address to help our young writers, young visual artists, and young academics-all of whom need to be further educated, encouraged, and supported by the advanced and advancing critical minds and creative imaginations that care about this and the next generations of academics. Our goal should be to design a project that is not only the envy of the Academy, but one that-in ideas, focus, and design-ministers to the needs and goals of the younger intellectuals who are as dedicated as we to the advancement of excellence in African Diaspora literature, visual art, and of other forms of culture-and especially to the production and study of them.
ROSS:
In a previous interview you described yourself as a "race man" in the original sense.
[Laughter] You might want to tell us what that original sense is. But the question is this: How does that self-definition, if you still hold to it, influence the work you do as Editor of the world's premier journal of African Diaspora writing and art? ROWELL: Now don't I have nerve! [Laughter] My self-definition or self-identification might appear a little prideful or grandiose to some of you. I don't speak with selfful pride, but with reality of what my parents and family, and our black neighbors, church and school-at all-African American institutions-expected, insisted, and, ultimately, demanded that I should become. But they always spoke to me in calmest and gentlest terms-not as outright commands, but in dignified pleas of a people who have endured with a wish of deliverance. Of course, I did not realize what they meant or its gravity at the time. Perhaps it gradually meant something to me as I mixed with other students at the all-black Alabama A&M College (now University). My vision of the world was so very different from that of most of my fellow students. Always in my head, there was something pushing me forward: leadership for our common good. I could always hear in my head the speech acts of old folks at Mt. Zion Baptist Church, my mother's church in Loachapoka, and the Rowell family church, Mt. Pelia Baptist Church, near my paternal grandfather's farm, not far from Waverley, Alabama. And then, too, there was Ms. Lois D. Boyd, my first grade schoolteacher, who was always visiting my mother and talking about me, my mother told me. And don't forget Mr. Roberts, who told me that I should become a public speaker and enter a contest, representing my school, Lee County Training School, the high school for black children in Auburn and Lee county-and I did enter, and won second place in the Alabama statewide public speaking competition for the New Farmers of America, held at Tuskegee Institute, now University. All of this pushing was all around me "for me, for my people," to become some kind of leader. President of the student council, editor of the school newspaper, the college yearbook, actor in college plays, and on and on.
Whatever I did at school or in other public spaces was to be for the good of black people, "for our people," "for my people"-the old folks and my parents used to tell me. As I approached adulthood, I had the feeling that they must have seen something peculiar about me, some character trait that they assumed I would listen to them and follow their words. I don't remember hearing the old folks telling my playmates or the other boys my age the same thing. Actually, some years later I realized that they had not told my male classmates the same. And when I was going off to college, I remember hearing my parents telling me, "Now don't forget who you are and where you came from." And then later when I would come back home at the end of a semester or Christmas vacation, my parents and our black neighbors would tell me, "Don't forget who you." Or, "Remember the people you came from." "You should always remember that you need to give back to the community." These were scattered assertions, but I have always remembered them, as I still do now. Unfortunately, I never went back to Auburn or its rural environs, where my parents' farm was located and where I was born, to perform any kind of service. Later I realized that "the people," "where you're from," and "the community" did not literally mean little backward Auburn, Alabama, or literally my playmates and friends, the people I knew as I was coming of age. I realized later that my parents' words to me, as well as those of the old people, were metaphorical. It was a Black South way of speaking. Serious talk, especially advice, was indeed delivered in metaphorical terms. They all usually advised me in metaphoric speech acts. I have long assumed that my parents and the old people meant this: "make something of yourself and serve the people," which I hope I have been doing these forty years.
Did I have the nerve-the audacity-to elevate myself to the level of what I discovered as "a race man." No. Not at all. I know and accept my limitations. And I have always known I would never rise to the level of such men and women as W. E. B. DuBois, Rosa Parks, James Baldwin, Frederick Douglass, Fannie Lou Hammer, Martin Luther King, Jr., Ida B. Wells, and Carter G. Woodson. Their services to the community, for the people, are monumental. No, I do not think that what I have been trying to do is in any way compa-rable to their achievements. That's obvious. No, I do not compare myself to those great heroes and heroines. But I will argue that the work that you and I have doing together for the good of African Diaspora literature and culture is indeed very important-especially for these times. I do not think that my parents or the people in my church or school would have thought of me as becoming such a leader as DuBois or Douglass or Wells or James Baldwin. I hope that during the time I taught in black institutions and in founding and, with your help, developing and directing Callaloo and its different projects-I hope that such defines me as a common "race man." The people I name here are some our most famous race men and race women. They never forgot the people; the life-work each of them performed was in the interest and for the good of the people, "for our people," "for us." Although we do not use most of the speech acts today, what we are doing here is indeed a continuation of their life-long fight. The difference is that ours is in a lower or softer tone. But it is, my dear race women and race men, the same performance in another key.
My parents, teachers, and church members wanted me to help uplift the people. Just what you do each day: you teach and write in the interest of the people. Each one of us in this room this morning is a race man or race woman. It is my hope that the work we do at Callaloo, however small or unnoticed, helps to uplift the people.
I will never forget what I first witnessed on TV one morning just before I was to leave my student apartment to attend my seminar on Beowulf. (I had already completed two other quarter-length courses on Anglo-Saxon Grammar and Prose and Old English Grammar and Minor Poems). There were only three of us in that Beowulf seminar: a very tall, snobbish white male who let it be known that he had come from Yale University; a rather civilized white woman, very well educated indeed, from Bern, Switzerland; and myself. She and I had a few friendly exchanges, but after class we immediately went our separate ways, because each of us had to spend the rest of the day translating one hundred lines of the epic for the next-day gathering of the seminar. The course was taught by Professor Robert Estrich, who, as chair of the English Department at Ohio State University, had over the years created one of the best English departments in the USA, only to be destroyed by regressive state legislators, who with their closed minds, harassed free speech members of the English Department, most of whom left Ohio for some of the top universities in California and back East. That Beowulf course was one of the best courses I had taken during my two years at Ohio State University. We met daily, and we were expected to translate one hundred lines of the original Old English text to Modern English-and, of course, each of the three of us had at different times to read aloud in the original passages and then our translations with explanations, if necessary. Professor Estrich would then question us on the grammar and word choices we individually made, as well as our Modern English structural forms. He was a superb lecturer who, after interrogating each one of us about our homework, would break into eloquent and informative lectures-so powerfully delivered that we wanted-I did-to copy each sentence he spoke, just as he delivered it. That was one of the best graduate courses I had ever taken anywhere. But, as you know, there is a demon hidden somewhere in each garden-or the orchard-that will ultimately disrupt the glory of the days and force you off track. I am thinking of what happened to me one morning just before I attended that great Beowulf seminar.
Shortly after I reviewed my translation, which I had completed the night before, I decided to turn on the TV to see a bit of the daily news before heading off to my Beowulf seminar. And what did I see? A news report coming from my home state, Alabama, focusing on the Selma to Montgomery Civil Rights March that had taken place the previous day, Bloody Sunday, March 7, 1965 , on the Edmund Pettus Bridge, which, from the point of Selma, crosses the Alabama River. As was expected of me and the other two graduate students, I attended our seminar that morning, but I cannot tell you what happened that day in my favorite seminar. All I thought about that hour of class were those black and white non-violent freedom marchers being savagely beaten with clubs by Alabama white men as officers of Alabama State Law. Those marchers were attacked-beaten by those What did my seeing the image of the white racist bullies attacking peaceful and unarmed protestors suggest to me? That tragic scene suggested to me that I needed to arm myself intellectually to prepare to fight against such anti-human behavior exercised with impunity against peaceful citizens participating in their freedom of speech on the Pettis bridge at Selma crossing the Alabama River. And so at the end of the term, I returned South, to Louisiana in fact, to teach at Southern University in Baton Rouge, until I founded Callaloo and moved to the Upper South, to the University of Kentucky, where there were funds that could support the journal. And here we are, fifty-five years since the Selma March, at England's Oxford University, celebrating the 40th Anniversary of the founding of Callaloo.
You are among the first generation of African American faculty to integrate the historically white American Academy. So I am wondering if you would reflect on the role that this personal and collective experience of racial integration might have played in the development of Callaloo and its various enterprises. I am wondering whether that process of desegregation-which is a better word than integration-helped or hindered Callaloo.
ROWELL:
That is a very interesting question. But I do not wish to name the historically white institutions. If you push me, I might. [Laughter] ROSS: We already know the names of the institutions. [Laughter] ROWELL: First of all, I do not see myself as a pioneering black academic who helped desegregate European American-centered institutions of higher education. By the time I started teaching at the University of Kentucky in Lexington, there were black faculty members at the university, but none in the Department of English. As you well know, English professors, while pretending to be liberal, are some of the most regressive of the academics. I have discovered that so many of them are easily threatened by black academics whose intellectual engagements are broad and critical. As long as you stay in your lane ("that black stuff," they called it) they were happy with you. To teach a course on William Faulkner and Ernest Gaines, for example, is an excellent paring-in American literature. But a course on the "Plantation Complex as a dehumanizing and anti-human Christian institution" would be considered dangerous at some Southern white colleges or universities, even to this very day. I only wish that I had gone to graduate school at a time when there were professors who specialized in African American literary studies. I completed my course work in 1966, before graduate courses in African American literary studies were offered at Ohio State University. When I first taught at Southern University, I offered courses in English literature from the Middle Ages through the eighteenth century, and in twentieth-century American fiction and poetry.
By 1967, when I left Southern University to join the English Department at the University of Kentucky, I had adequately prepared myself to offer courses in African American literature. Of course, the senior faculty member teaching courses in African American literature was white, Robert Hemenway, the author of the first comprehensive biography of Zora Neal Hurston. As a member of the English Department, Robert Hemenway, at the recommendation of Chester Grundy, single-handedly recruited me to the University of Kentucky with the hope that the department would support Callaloo, whose first issue I had recently published. Within a few days after my visit to the University of Kentucky, the department voted in favor of my joining its faculty along with my moving Callaloo with me. Shortly after I arrived there two other black faculty members joined the department as assistant professors. One left early, because she did not like the fact that there was not a sizeable black intellectual community within the university at large. I always felt that I lived on the fringes of the department, but that did not matter to me, because I was pleased to receive the small financial support that was offered to Callaloo. Unfortunately, I had no professional staff working with me; I had only two student workers. Moreover, there was no publisher for the journal; there was only small funds to pay a printer in the city and certain mailing fees. All of this meant that I had not only to teach two courses each semester; I had also to edit and promote the journal. Without a single person as a professional staff member to assist me, I was for seven or eight years the editor of the journal, but also its proofreader, designer, promoter, secretary, bookkeeper, etc.-with untrained help from a graduate student who had no experience in editing and writing. It was more than obvious that the English Department cared nothing for African American literature; it cared less for its black faculty members. I have yet to figure out what the chair and his faculty thought of themselves as a group. Certainly there was hardly any national distinction among its faculty of more than forty or fifty members-unless you would count Robert Hemenway, Guy Davenport, or Wendell Berry. And then a few years later the University President asked me to serve as Acting Dean of Undergraduate Studies for two years, a position that I certainly should have declined. It did not lend any support or prestige to my teaching or for my work as Editor of Callaloo. It was indeed a major distraction. Perhaps all the University of Kentucky wanted of me was my racial presence. And that English Department remains an insignificant engagement when one compares it to those of other American universities.
Once I won a fellowship to do research on Southern black literature under the aegis of the Carter G. Woodson Institute at the University of Virginia, and after a year-long Visiting Commonwealth Professorship in English there, I was invited to join the faculty as Professor of English with only one class to teach each semester and very strong support for Callaloo. Fortunately, when I arrived there the Johns Hopkins University Press, which already published UVA's New Literary History, took on Callaloo as one of its new journals. It is the welcome that I received at the University of Virginia, along with its request that I assist in the recruiting of additional black faculty, that led me to believe that UVA's English Department was serious about Callaloo and about its efforts to create a dynamic black faculty presence. I recruited Deborah McDowell and Rita Dove. The English faculty and other colleagues outside English at UVA continue to be impressed by the national meteoric rise of Rita Dove as poet, along with the rapid development of Callaloo as an international journal.
However, after spending more than a decade at Virginia, I thought I needed a change; I moved to Texas A&M University in College Station, where Callaloo is currently located. At Texas A&M University, we have also progressed: we have made some extraordinary additions to the journal, such as improvements to our workshops, a book series (also published by Johns Hopkins University Press) devoted to literary and cultural studies in the African Diaspora, a fifth annual issue (Callaloo • Art), and, of course, this annual international conference, which each of you has helped to make a special joy in my life. This conference has become an annual treat for me, for it affords me the privilege of engaging with both intellectual and creative minds that challenge me to keep abreast of the what is current among folks in the academy and what is new among creative writers and other artists. You give me more than you know, much that I need to know as an editor. Although each of our annual conferences requires much concentrated work each year, the pleasure, the richness, and, especially, the intellectual and creative challenges it, in fact, offers overshadows and erases the overwhelming work required to conceive, plan, organize, and, ultimately, stage conference gatherings in the United States or abroad. In addition to the prestige of publishing with Johns Hopkins University, it is support from the University of Virginia and Texas A&M University, and your continuing work with the journal that have afforded Callaloo the prestige it now enjoys.
Allow me to thank each of you. As I turn away from all of the unnecessary "slings and arrows" and the other woes that come with the editing of this literary and cultural journal Callaloo, I always look forward to the times, however brief, that I will spend with you each year. Your sterling work and invaluable contributions to this forty-year-old project assure me that we have not spent our forty years in vain. Look at what we have done together. Again, I want to thank each of you for the pleasure of knowing you and, specifically, of course, for the intellectual and creative engagements you offer me in your presentations and in your informal conversations. Thank you. I celebrate each of you, as we gather here at Oxford University in the United Kingdom to mark the fortieth year of Callaloo.
